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Abstract

As Chinese people engaged with the Australian cultural scene in recent years, two posts about
its humour attracted considerable attention from netizens in the People’s Republic of China.
The post authors believed that their firsthand accounts of events demonstrated how Australians
used humour to overcome awkward situations and regarded this as an essential national
characteristic. In each case, other interpretations were possible if cultural factors had been
taken into account, including the contemporary culture of China, Putonghua language usage
and the Anglo-centrism that is common to cross-cultural studies. This exploratory generalist
textual study concludes that the authors’ interpretations were largely determined by their
cultural bias and by traditional regard for ‘face’ and politeness, and reflect the fact that,
ultimately, the extent of cross-cultural communication is governed by international politics.
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1. Introduction

In the 21 century, Australian studies are flourishing in tertiary institutions in the People’s
Republic of China (PRC). Over forty centres of Australian studies are active at the time of
writing, with regular conferences and publications covering society, politics, culture,
international relations and many other subjects.® Perhaps because interdisciplinary humour
studies themselves have only a relatively short history, Chinese scholars in these centres up to
now have published very little on Australian humour?, but there is a growing interest in the
topic in the public arena in China and this may well prompt more research in coming years.

! For a full list, see Australian International Studies Association (INASA): China (including Taiwan)
https://inasa.org/china/  and Foundation for  Australian Studies in China (FASIC)
http://www.fasic.org.au/index.php/pages/australian-studies-centres-in-china

2 Publications up to this point have been mainly confined to media and literary studies, including translations of
Awustralian humorous novels and short stories. See for instance the profile of Daozhi Xu in the Australasian
Humour Studies Digest April 2020 https://www.sydney.edu.au/content/dam/corporate/documents/faculty-of-arts-
and-social-sciences/research/research-centres-institutes-groups/ahsn/the_humour_studies_digest_april_2020.pdf
(retrieved February, 25 2021).
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Two articles posted recently online in the PRC (Reyu, 2010; Zhang, 2014) commented on
Australian humour, noting that, in the authors’ view, it was frequently used to defuse awkward
situations. This article contends that the authors’ analyses were largely determined by their
cultural background, leading to presumptions of motivation based on Chinese cultural practice,
in which the social construct of “face” makes it hard or even impossible to resolve awkward
situations. One of the authors commented further on the common use of swear words in
Australian humour. He assumed that the government-sponsored tourism advertisement was
humorous exaggeration, but this conclusion was framed by Chinese traditional standards of
decorum and the general expectation in the PRC that public discourse would be subject to
political censorship.

The analysis of the blog posts by authors Reyu and Zhang Yongxian shows that the humour
they described is actually open to various interpretations. In three cases that they cited, laughter
was interpreted as intended to resolve interpersonal difficulties and alternative explanations
were overlooked. The fourth and fifth cases were a second-hand account of casual banter and
a reflection on a well-known government-sponsored advertisement. All were interpreted as
distinctively Australian humour. This paper argues that this was an essentialist conclusion and
open to argument on various levels, as will be demonstrated below.

Since all humour depends on the audience as much on the producer, the intentions of the
originators of humorous incidents do not determine their success as humour. The reception of
the “jokes” must be considered, as well as whether and how they are understood and
interpreted. The two blog authors consider the referenced jokes from Chinese cultural
perspectives and conclude that Australian “jokers” use humour to smooth over awkward
situations and to resolve matters without causing offence. They set out their reasons for this
conclusion in some detail.

The next section of this paper comprises general reflections on aspects of culture that affect
Chinese people’s appreciation of Australian humour, and on cross-cultural communication
with reference to humour. The third section introduces the blog authors and their texts. The
fourth considers the blog authors’ interpretation of the role of Australian humour by providing
background notes on the stories. The fifth section analyses the blog stories in detail and
discusses the authors’ conclusions and cultural assumptions. The final section gives this
author’s own summary interpretation, including some comments on ongoing developments in
Australia-China bilateral relations.

2.  Humour and misunderstanding in cross-cultural communication

Before discussing their culturally based interpretations of Australian humour, it is necessary to
consider some possible complications for the two blog authors, Reyu and Zhang Yongxian,
that might be due to difficulties of language and cross-cultural communication. These pitfalls
should be taken into account when evaluating how well-grounded their conclusions are. Indeed,
intercultural communication is not simply a matter of language proficiency. Even simple day-
to-day contacts can result in confusion, misunderstanding or worse (Thomas 1983). It is in this
gap that humour struggles to bridge cultures.

One major issue is the comparatively high value accorded to social status in Chinese
society described above. The PRC is not the only country for which such a difference can affect
the expression and reception of humour (Jiang, Li & Hou 2019). A study by Kim and Mattila
of the experiences of Korean visitors to restaurants in the United States showed that basic
problems with English language communication were compounded by cultural expectations on
both sides (Kim & Mattila 2011). The importance of face in Chinese and other East Asian
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cultures has been widely discussed.® It is understood applied in various ways across cultures.
The author does not propose in this paper to canvas the extent or range of face interactions in
Chinese society or across inter-cultural engagement with China, but notes that the cases cited
here reflect particular interpretations at particular points of time and place.

Culture may be defined as the repository of conventional practices that members of a
community have in common. Patterns of language use exist to promote effective
communication based on linguistic conventions and established usage among members of a
group. Those who share common understanding of the meaning of the conventions can
minimize effort required for successful communication. Those who have different assumptions
may find communication difficult. Group-wide linguistic conventions can be established if
there is a common purpose or identity, as David Lewis observed (Lewis 1969), but that depends
on mutual knowledge (Barr & Keysar, 2006).

In this context, communication comprises both verbal and non-verbal signals (Kelly 2001;
Bach 1994). What people say is often different from what they mean. A speaker’s tone of voice
and the context of the conversation determine the meaning of statements. Those with imperfect
language skills or lack of exposure to local customs and culture may not grasp the meaning or
think they are ‘straight’” when they are meant to be humorous or sarcastic. Kent Bach
comments, “If using language amounted to nothing more than putting one’s thoughts into
words, then understanding an utterance would be merely a matter of decoding the words
uttered. No one seriously believes that” (Bach 1994: 124).

If we view communication, whether oral or written, as consisting of the preparation of a
statement, its enunciation, its reception by the intended audience, and its possible reception by
unintended audiences, as well as the appropriate environment, humour must also travel the
same route across cultures. An intentional joke may reach its target if it is properly prepared,
clearly communicated, received and understood. Lack of shared cultural information and
cultural context and other reference points can stymie any humour. There are obviously many
more hazards in cross-cultural humour.

The interactions between Chinese and Australians that form the subject of the two blog
posts, and their interpretation by the authors of those posts also highlight the pervasive Anglo-
centrism that characterises cross-cultural studies.* The author of this paper has been conscious
of this bias in her translations of the original texts and of the danger of assuming that English
terms such as “awkwardness”, “face” or “insult” have absolute meaning across cultural and
linguistic divides. It is for this reason that the Chinese texts are appended and the translation
has been made as far as possible in Minimal English (as defined by Chris Goddard).

3. Chinese views of “Australian humour”

Applying a pragmatics approach to understand how and why these two writers, Reyu and
Zhang Yongxian, reach their conclusions regarding Australian humour, this section explains
that to some extent they misunderstand the conversations and associated signals that they
report. Some general observations may be useful.

Pragmatics studies generally recognise that the contexts in which language is used directly
impact on choices of interpretation, and these in turn can result in misunderstandings (Levinso,
1983; Gumperz 1982). Speech never takes place in a linguistic vacuum. John Gumperz
indicates that difference mismatches may be due to how different communities assign meaning
to linguistic forms. He describes how a West Indian bus driver’s statement, “Exact change,

3 See for instance Brown and Levinson (1987), Goffman (1967), Matsumoto (1988), O’Driscoll (2007) and Yu
(2003).
* See Goddard (2020), Levisen (2019) and Wierzbicka (2014).
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please,” is interpreted as rude by some passengers because he applies West Indian stress to the
last syllable and the passenger interprets this according to his previous experience of similar
sentence patterns. Pragmatics invokes the notion of socio-cultural knowledge in analysing
misunderstandings. Anna Trosborg studies native and non-native speakers’ use of apology
formulas and finds that different degrees of knowledge of culturally appropriate ways of
responding can lead to loss of face and “a failure to express themselves in a subtle and polite
manner” (Trosborg 1987: 165). Socio-cultural conventions affect all levels of speech
production and interpretation and misunderstanding is not caused solely by verbal language.
Communicative environments and extra-linguistic and socio-cultural knowledge can all result
in misunderstandings (Thomas 1983).

These general observations demonstrate that Reyu and Zhang concluded that the role of
humour in Australian society was “overcoming awkwardness”, from the starting point of their
understanding of the role of humour in their own culture, even if this was not explicitly set out
in their on-line posts. Such views may be loosely described as “Confucian”. The formative
years of both authors were in the “Mao Era” (1949-1979), but although Confucian ethics and
Confucian philosophy were formally rejected during this Socialist period, many aspects of
traditional culture persisted. Traditional mores are still shaped by centuries of Confucian ethical
teaching and since the 1980s there has been a revival of Confucian teaching. The values of that
thought system are widely upheld in daily life. Specialist Confucian schools offer alternatives
to regular educational institutions, which also incorporate an introduction to Confucian ethics
in their curricula. (Starr 2012) In 2006, celebrity media studies professor Yu Dan’s abridged
version of Confucius’ teaching, Yu Dan ‘Lun Yu’ xinde TF+£120:42 (Yu Dan’s insights into
the Analects) sold 1.5 million copies in 40 days after its first release. (People’s Daily Online
2006)

Confucianism, as it evolved over centuries to become the ethical foundation of society,
was primarily concerned with the preservation of hierarchical social structures. It taught that
the young and those of inferior status should respect their elders and betters. Lin Yutang (1895-
1976) linked Confucianism with excessive earnestness and regard for social status and
convention. He believed that it was incompatible with humour and advocated that people
should learn from Taoism:

The Confucians, who paid close attention to such conventions as the thickness of the wood on the
inside and the outside of coffins and who insisted on mourning for a prescribed period of time after
a family member’s death, could not keep out Zhuangzi’s boisterous laughter.

(Lin 2013: 176).

Lin’s view is however contested by Xu Weihe, who described the limits of humour usage
in a society ruled by the Confucian worldview:

Proper humour, seen from the Confucian perspective, means a form of private, moderate, good-
natured, tasteful and didactically useful mirth. This humour ethic stems from the belief that
emotion is indispensable, and that unbridled passions are dangerous and must be expressed in a
balanced way. It also stems from a profound concern for social morality, order and harmony.

(Xu 2013:49)

The concept of Confucian social order is closely connected with the general emphasis on
lian & and mianzi &+, both rendered into English by the literal translation “face”. ‘Face’ does
not refer to the relevant part of the human anatomy but to the position, prestige and image of
an individual in society and this in turn is hierarchical, so that social roles are fundamental and
great emphasis is placed on the desire for prestige. Lian (face) can be lost or damaged. A person
without lian is lacking moral status and does not understand social conventions. Mianzi (face)
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depends on the social context in which an individual is active and is a measure of his or her
position on the social scale (Teon 2017).

The PRC is nominally proletarian but in fact strongly characterised by social divisions, in
which the Party elite function virtually as a ruling class with an array of privileges not available
to the rest of society. Their ubiquitous rampant corruption is perhaps described most vividly
and in detail by Law Professor Xu Zhangrun, whose critical writing has been translated and
made available internationally by Geremie Barme (2018). Under this elite is a burgeoning
middle class and a numerically larger cohort of rural and urban farmers and workers. Even after
the economic reforms of the 1980s, civil and military service has high status and is much
desired by the general population as a route to promotion and prestige. PRC civil and military
officials are always conscious of their lian and mianzi social standing. For this reason, they
seldom relax, particularly when they are interacting with foreigners. Social occasions are
formal, and humour is avoided.

Natural hesitancy, resulting from official censorship and adherence to policy instructions,
generally makes for dull and humourless presentations by PRC officials. Speeches are set
pieces to avoid possible liabilities or penalties. At the time of writing (2021), censorship and
social controls are increasingly tight. Academics are careful of what they write and say in
public. Aware of this trend, retired senior diplomat Duan Jin compiled a handbook for trainee
diplomats and young officers and urged speakers to learn to be lighthearted for better effect.
He commented:

People from Western English-speaking countries value humour and frequently make a few jokes
before turning to the main topic or interject a few witticisms from time to time so that the audience
don’t go to sleep. My own practice was not deliberately to strive for humour but to let things flow
naturally, to avoid “botching a painting of a tiger and ending up with something looking like a
dog” (a Chinese proverb meaning to make a poor imitation of something) or descending to
vulgarisms. When people tell you, “I like your sense of humour,” they are not referring to a couple
of jokes but to a person’s temperament and refinement.

(Duan 2000: 9)°

Confucian ethics and the hierarchical nature of Chinese society exaggerate the impact of
transgressions by government officials such as defence attaché Reyu. In his stories, he
confessed to ignorance of diplomatic etiquette (“The flowers are thirsty”’) and use of the wrong
public toilet (“Who changed the toilet sign?”’). These incidents, if they had become known to
his superiors, might well have been entered on his personal file and affected his chance of
promotion. It is not surprising therefore that he chose to write under a pseudonym.

4. Two blog posts

The first blog post, Aodaliyashi youmo: hua gangga wei qutan ;R A5 i ER: il #i%
[Australian humour: Turning awkwardness into something interesting], is in the name of Reyu
PR (lit. hot rain). This pen-name hints at the author being a military officer, since ‘hot rain’
has military connotations. It is also assumed that he is male. Reyu’s article was first published
in Beijing Qingnianbao 4t &4k [Beijing Youth News] online edition on 5 January 2010 and
reposted many times (Reyu 2010). Beijing Qingnianbao is the official publication of the Beijing
Communist Youth League. It was first published in 1949 and is the most widely read newspaper
in the city, generally on-line. Readership is not restricted to members of the Youth League. It

> Author’s translation.
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has a wide appeal because its content and style are more relaxed than other Party newspapers
and has a varied content of general interest and lifestyle topics.

In 2010 the Party and government of the PRC were led by President Hu Jintao. It was a
period of strong economic growth and growing nationalism, promoted through official organs
including newspapers and television. That Beijing Qingnianbao chose to feature a generally
positive article about Australia is quite significant, reflecting good official relations between
the two countries at that time.

Reyu’s post described his time in Australia, presumably on an official posting, and his
personal contacts with Australians there and elsewhere. He cited three occasions when he
witnessed what he regarded as typical Australian humour. His account purported to be firsthand
and, although impossible to verify, this seems plausible. From 2004, Hu Jintao had stressed the
importance of the People’s Liberation Army supporting China’s wider international interests
and diplomacy (People’s Daily Online), thus highlighting the role of defence attachés. Reyu’s
stories set in the recent past coincided with Hu’s policy statement.

The full text of the blog post may be found in the Appendix, with this author’s translation
in a raw, semi-literal form, not polished for ease of reading so as not to gloss over possibly
significant linguistic constructs. Sometimes it has been necessary to insert words to conform
with standard English grammatical structure - this text is bracketed. This author’s comments
on the text or translation are in square brackets. Where the preferred translation differs
significantly from the original, the literal translation is included for comparison. The
translation has been checked and verified by a professional translator.®

The second on-line post concerning the interpretation of Australian humour was by
linguistics professor Zhang Yongxian sk%4¢, a PRC leading scholar of world English. This
was an on-line 2018 excerpt with some additional text from his 2014 award-winning book
Yingyu Fazhanshi &% fE5E From English to Globlish entitled Mudeng koudai de
Aodaliyashi YingwenB&& 0 RaR AR =2z [Australian English that will leave you
dumbstruck] (Zhang 2014; Zhang 2018). Zhang studied at the University of Melbourne in the
early 1980s and is Director of the Australian Studies Centre at Renmin University, Beijing.
From English to Globlish is a set text in a number of PRC universities.

In this post, Zhang mentioned the piece by Reyu and expanded on it. He provided examples
of humour used for various purposes, including tourism promotion of Australia. The full post
text and translation are provided in the Appendix. Text in italics is in English in the original.
The tourism advertising video Where the bloody hell are you? referenced here can be found on
YouTube (Tourism Australia 2014).

In the following sub-sections, background information and explanation of the two blog
posts is provided to help the reader understand the blog authors’ interpretations of humour,
which is discussed in the fifth section.

4.1. “The flowers are thirsty” (Reyu story 1)

In recent decades, Mozambique has accepted much aid from the PRC and some significant
infrastructure projects have been completed with Chinese funding and technical assistance. The
local population is generally supportive of the close relationship between the two countries
(Baker, 2019). Mozambiqgue was the first African country to sign a Global Strategic Partnership
Cooperation and Agreement with the PRC and is a member of China’s “Belt and Road”
Initiative. The PRC embassy is well-staffed and has a visible presence. Australian
representation is at a considerably lower level, with an honorary consul only. Both the PRC
and Australia were represented in the ONUMOZ United Nations peacekeeping operation in

® See acknowledgment below.
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Mozambique over more than 20 years. It may well have been this cooperative relationship that
furnished opportunities for social interaction such as the dinner party described in this story.

Reyu’s first story concerns a party at his residence in Mozambique. The guests include an
Australian couple, Mr and Mrs Paul. To understand the sequence of events, it helps to know
that Chinese official residences are generally provided with a formal sitting room as well as a
dining room. On arrival, guests are invited into the sitting room, where tea is served. Only after
a significant period of conversation does the host invite the guests to move to the second room
for dinner. It is not usual to serve alcoholic drinks in the sitting room but only with the meal;
tea is generally provided — tea has the status of China’s national drink. Tea is poured for the
guests by the household staff.

Mr and Mrs Paul arrive with a bunch of flowers. Reyu sets it on one side and the party sit
and drink tea. In Chinese culture, however, flowers are not commonly given as gifts. Cut
flowers are associated with funerals, especially if white or gold in colour, so this gift is not
auspicious. The Pauls may not have appreciated this, as flowers are a customary gift in
Australia. A Chinese guest might bring a small, wrapped present, not flowers. The host would
thank the guest for the gift and put it on one side to be unwrapped later after the visitors
departed.

This is the background to the humorous remark noted by Reyu when the waiter comes to
refill teacups, interpreted as the Pauls’ kind attempt to cover Reyu’s ignorance of diplomatic
etiquette.

REBRAAEBELNEERT, XFFEAILLE, BiSmdE T —8K BB T, "hRBHEEOX PR ERT

—A A RRY, RAET, T FMERIL EIMEEAE, WRTDEAE, SEANEHIR R ERIEE

o FEEMA, BERARRSRAW—MIER T, KNEEHETONHE, WHREIRERE, YimkeE—

W, mi TR, AR, Mrs Paul looked at me seriously and then looked at the
flowers on the coffee table, and in a quiet voice muttered to me, “The flowers are thirsty”. Paul’
then spoke to the waiter, “Give the flowers some tea”. As (people) laughed I looked at the bunch
of flowers lying on the coffee table, and suddenly realised, and immediately asked the waiter to
find a vase and put the flowers in (it). After this I thought, if Mrs Paul had not said, “The flowers
are thirsty”, and (if) the flowers had not been put in the vase in a timely way, for Mr and Mrs Paul,
it would have been an awkward situation, while for me, it would have been irreparably awkward.

4.2. “Olympic champion” (Reyu story 2)

Australia’s defence and security relationship with Malaysia are governed by the 1971 Five
Power Defence Arrangements. These commit Australia to come to the defence of Malaysia and
Singapore in the case of foreign attack. There are around one hundred Australian defence
personnel in Malaysia at any one time and frequent joint exercises are held between the two
countries. Malaysian officers regularly engage in training courses in Canberra. This is the
background to the second story, which concerns a Malaysian officer, called Ismail, on an
official trip to Melbourne, accompanied by Reyu and possibly other international defence
officers.

In 2009 Australia’s relations with the PRC were good. Embassies in Beijing and Canberra
included senior defence attachés. President Hu Jintao made an official visit to Australia and
was accorded the honour of addressing parliament, although it was noted that his visit was
followed closely by that of US President Barack Obama, who also spoke in parliament so that
commentators speculated whether Australia could maintain equally cordial relationships with
China and America. Some tensions caused by this coincidence could perhaps have underlain
the attachés’ visit to Melbourne.

7 “Paul” probably refers to Mr Paul but the text is ambiguous here.
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In this story, Ismail splits the seam of his uniform trousers when he is retrieving luggage
from the hold of the air-force plane at Melbourne airport. Reyu says that Ismail is embarrassed.
It is understandable that he would wish to appear dignified and to uphold the prestige of his
country. “Wardrobe malfunctions” are embarrassing in any culture, particularly when they
happen to officials and dignitaries. Here the audience comprises Ismail’s international
colleagues and his Australian hosts, both male and female. The Australian defence officers
comment aloud on his predicament, applauding and saying he is an Olympic hurdling
champion.

AT RES AL TR A Do AR B4, R SSoIAREE S BIE PR SR, " PRs S R Y,
RAARFIF LR, The women (officers) did not lose the opportunity either to chime in:
“Uniforms are not as good quality as track suits, if you had changed into a track suit you would
have scored even higher”. This speedy responsive humour, when spoken made everyone laugh
happily.

When wardrobe malfunctions happen at public or formal occasions, what to say to the
person affected and how to say it are delicate matters. The general consensus, in diplomatic
circles at least, is that a low-key approach and a quiet remark made in a positive and non-
threatening way are best. Such an approach has been noted in on-line forums (Anon., 2017)
but Reyu does not call the Australians out, but, instead, remarks that they made “/&#EH)Er%
friendly jokes”.

4.3. “Who changed the toilet sign?” (Reyu story 3)

Toilet jokes are common to most cultures, as is transgressive breaking of taboos regarding
discussion of defecation (Praeger, 2007). This is certainly true of Chinese culture. Setting
Reyu’s third story in a public toilet creates a framing that in itself is capable of a humorous
response. This story also touches on sensitive gender relations in the context of male and female
toilets. In Chinese society, gender-specific toilets are standard. In Reyu’s account, he and two
defence colleagues from Papua New Guinea and Kuwait enter a public toilet in Fremantle and
are disturbed while they are about their business by a woman who tells them they have
mistakenly entered a female toilet. Reyu does not mention any taboos that might have affected
the behaviour of his companions from PNG or Kuwait, even though they would have exhibited
avoidance behaviour in the proximity of a female. Most PNG ethnic groups go to extreme
lengths to entrench gender separation in daily life and in the built environment (Kaitilla, 1996).
As for Kuwait, Islamic cultural practice requires that no part of the male torso should be
exposed in public, and if any part of the body or clothing is splashed by urine it must be washed
before praying, so men often avoid using urinals and prefer to urinate into a toilet bowl (Umar,
2020). The first encounter with the woman occurred inside the building, where private parts
might have been exposed to her view. The thought that they might mistakenly have entered a
female toilet would have been shocking to all three men.

The three men hastily leave the toilet and check the sign outside. They are reassured that
they have not made a mistake and their first thought is to inform the woman, who is still inside,
but she apparently remains fully in charge of the situation.

AR—=IL, L TARIIER, =ZSHERPEZIMATTIIN, WI6LME, ARRO BUATHE T, <t
REAREE. BN, ABRER, BOiRE—aE X ABRE? BUAEHRT ! AU
REEMAEDNIADRB AN EMEBNZEEEAR, ERMNEEk, et Respkmns. RA—
REMEMAHE, —a R T AT T IEAENEmAEE FEEE LR - Not long after, the lady
came out from (behind) the door, and scuttled quickly out of the toilet. She lifted her head and
looked carefully, the shiny bright “Men’s Toilet” sign convinced her. What I did not expect was
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that without further thought, she shouted, “Who is the bastard® who changed the toilet sign?”” Not
only we few, others who were also present were amused by her wit and humour and laughed out
loud. When we recovered, the lady had already left the scene. What was originally an extremely
awkward situation, with one sentence, “Who changed the toilet sign?” had made all the
awkwardness and embarrassment vanish into thin air.

4.4.“DVD, DVD, DVD” (Zhang Yongxian story 1)

The first story provided by Zhang Yongxian to illustrate Australian humour concerns an
encounter between Professor David Walker and a street vendor in Beijing. Their interaction
contravenes Chinese conventional social practice, particularly the conversational bridging of
the social gulf between a high-status academic and a hawker of low status engaged in risky
illegal business. The story runs as follows:

2006 AR T ERZFEAD K (David Walker) #HFEARASE S, B—K, BEHREREIERH
BESETT. AL MER— N Eests DVD) WER A, BEERSHISE \DEER, ER
MNEEFFTE, BEFNHOSNEEZEEE “DVD 2 DVD 2 DVD ? 358X 7 A2 24— A F 24

SEFME, EELUYNEEREMANET, A BSYEXNTT: HAMDVD, Y  David, In
2006 the renowned Australian scholar David Walker was lecturing at Renmin University. One day,
doctoral student Liang Zhifeng accompanied the professor on a tour of Beijing. On the street, they
came across a young man illegally selling pirate DVDs. Seeing Professor Walker and the other
person coming, that young man came up (to them), and in a questioning tone said to Professor
Walker, “DVD? DVD? DVD?” Who would have thought that this academic very primly said to
the young man who was questioning him, “No, David”. Then he even nodded politely to him and
made a gesture (as if) he wished to shake hands. Actually, he was joking with the young man. He
was pretending that he had thought that the young man was asking his name, and therefore had
politely corrected him: | am not called DVD, | am called David.

Australians generally respond to casual remarks from sales staff, bus conductors and others
with “Thank you!” or “Excuse me”, but Chinese practice is to ignore casual remarks from such
people, being reluctant to engage in conversation or even acknowledge their presence, feeling
that reciprocal relationships with strangers are to be avoided. This conversation also breaks
with standard Chinese practice regarding the use of personal names, since few people address
others by first names — a level of intimacy enjoyed mainly by spouses or parents. It is more
usual to address someone by a professional or status title such as “Doctor”, “Bureau Chief” or
“Professor.” If the appropriate title is not known, an inferior person may use a generic mode of
address, the equivalent of “Uncle” or “Grandpa” to an older person, or “Sir” to a foreigner
(Blum, 1997). A street peddler will never address a potential customer by a personal name.
Australians, on the other hand, commonly use first names, including in self-introduction and
may even invent a first name for others such as “Bruce” or “Sheila”. They never use status
titles such as “Director” or “Chairman” except in formal committee situations. On first meeting
they commonly extend their hands expecting a reciprocal handshake (Evason, 2016).

Walker was true to Australian type when he extended the initial verbal approach by the
street vendor with a proffered hand and a riff on his (actual) personal name. This type of banter
is common between Australian males, who are oriented not to take themselves too seriously
(Goddard, 2009; Goddard, 2012; Haugh and Chang, 2015). It would not be expected in China
between strangers of different social status and cultural/linguistic backgrounds, where various
taboos govern their social interaction.

& hundaniR &, literally “rotten egg” is here translated by the common Australian expression “bastard”.
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4.5. “Where the bloody hell are you?” (Zhang Yongxian story 2)

In the final part of his blog post, Zhang reproduced material that had already been published in
his From English to Globlish. The connection with the David Walker story and the earlier post
by Reyu seems rather tenuous but it does point readers to Zhang’s book on the
internationalisation of English. The link with Reyu’s post is not explicit but is probably with
the Australian habit of casual swearing mentioned in the third story about the Fremantle public
toilet.

Zhang focused on the 2006 advertisement by Tourism Australia titled, “Where the bloody
hell are you?” At that time, the Australian tourism authority believed that there was tremendous
untapped visitor potential in the US, where a 1984 advertisement featuring Paul Hogan (“Put
another shrimp on the barbie!”) and the 1986 Australian movie Crocodile Dundee had greatly
increased inbound tourism. Based on this, the authority believed that the expenditure of $1.8
million on a new advertisement for the US and the UK, the other major English-language
market was justified. The video advertisement showcased the attractiveness of Australian
wilderness and resort destinations and culminated in an appeal to the viewer by an attractive
bikini-clad young woman who shouted, “Where the bloody hell are you?”

Zhang was intrigued by the use of crude words. In From English to Globlish, he had noted
common Australian swear words, particularly “bloody” and “bastard”. This use of profanities
for humorous effect has been thoroughly documented. Zhang had referred in his book to Phillip
Adams (Adams, 1994). Goddard has studied the comparative use of swearing in Australian and
American English (Goddard, 2015), and Pinker has observed that worldwide popularity of
obscene language in conversation, writing and the media parallels a global trend towards
informality in social interaction and public discourse (Pinker, 2007) while Jing-Schmidt has
confirmed that this trend extends to the PRC, but it is strongly moderated by official
pronouncements on “spiritual civilisation” and “harmonious society” (Jing-Schmidt, 2017).

Swearing is highly culture-specific in terms of the relationship of speaker and audience,
particular words used and social context. Generally, swear words are used in conversation and
not in public discourse or literature. Politeness research confirms that the offensiveness of
rudeness and swearing is dependent on the social situation as much as on the intention of the
speaker (Jay and Janschewitz, 2008). Although Chinese people are sometimes described as
excessively polite and sometimes as universally rude, the actual degree of politeness and
impoliteness in their conversation and social interaction is dependent on interpersonal relations,
particular circumstances, language competence and many other factors, so that it is impossible
to generalise about what might be regarded as typical Chinese behaviour (Kadar, 2019).

5. Alternative explanations of humour stories

This section considers whether the five cases of ‘ Australian humour’ are evidence of Australian
propensity to use humour to deflect or resolve awkwardness and embarrassment. Alternative
explanations are possible, including those set out below.

5.1. Reyu story 1

Reyu states, “HEN Azt E—4a)1E, o DUHE|—2% 7 =~ Australians with just one sentence can resolve
(difficulties) with laughter”. In this story, Reyu explains the laughter as saving him from
embarrassment. He thinks that Mrs Paul tried to cover up his gaffe with a joke to “save his
face” but this is not the only possible interpretation.

It is not clear from the text whether Mrs Paul intended her remark as a jest to overcome
awkwardness. Other explanations include:
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e MrsPaul is making fun of the host for not knowing or forgetting that the flowers should
have been put in water. Her remark implies that he should have done this himself or
asked the staff.

e Mrs Paul thinks that the flowers, left on the table, are in the way or perhaps obscuring
her vision, so she uses banter as a hint that they should be removed.

e She is concerned that Reyu undervalues her gift and has abandoned the bouquet
because he thinks it is worthless, so she draws attention to it to highlight that she has
brought something special. If this explanation is correct, then she is not being polite.
Possibly other guests laugh because they find her remark embarrassing, or because
they think that she is mocking Reyu and making him the butt of the joke.

All these explanations are legitimate. Reyu however interprets the laughter as humour to
smooth over a diplomatic gaffe that affected his professional standing in an official gathering.

5.2. Reyu story 2

Reyu concludes that the Australian defence personnel cracked jokes about Ismail’s split
trousers to help him deal with an embarrassing situation. This is only one possible explanation.
Their remarks were certainly not helpful as they did not offer a solution to Ismail’s problem
but there are several alternative explanations of their banter:

e The reference to Olympic athletes is an attempt to share a joke with the international

guests. This seems unlikely, since there is no response from Ismail or Reyu.

® An “in joke” is shared between the Australians, perhaps building on some earlier

dialogue to which Reyu has not been privy.

e The Australians are mocking the Malaysian officer, ridiculing his clothing, physique or

physical ability.

e The Australians intend to share a joke with Reyu and any others present at the expense

of Ismail.
This last alternative explanation is in line with observations by Beal and Mullan, who have
noted that Australians preferred recipient-oriented humour that created some complicity while
threatening the composure of an “outsider” (Beal & Mullen 2017).

Reyu interprets the Australians’ remarks as a “typical” attempt to resolve an awkward
situation and states that the humour helps Ismail recover his composure. The text does not
describe how Ismail responds. If he laughs, it is possible that he “gets” the joke. It is also
possible that his response is a quiet smile, more typical of Malaysian culture, where potential
loss of face is warded off discreetly to protect self-worth and maintain status. Such a smile does
not overcome embarrassment but rather reinforces it.

5.3. Reyu story 3

This story centres on the embarrassment of the three men, which Reyu says is dissipated by a
humorous remark from the woman after entering the men’s toilet. There are other explanations
of the humour that made them and “others who were also present” laugh out loud:

e When the woman says, “Who changed the sign on the toilet?” this implies that she
thinks that, in the short period when she was inside, someone has removed a sign for
“Women” and replaced it with “Men”. The implication is that she knows she has made
a mistake but is not going to admit it. Her joke might be intended to cover her own
embarrassment, not to relieve the awkwardness of the men.

e The woman might be embarrassed because she has mistakenly entered the men’s toilet.
Her quip about the sign being changed would then be an attempt to deflect criticism.
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Reyu concludes that the woman’s remark “caused all the awkwardness and embarrassment to
vanish into thin air”. This implies that the men were embarrassed, but he does not pinpoint the
reason. It might be because the woman has seen them in a state of undress, although his account
rules this out — he says that they continue to feel awkward until she declares that someone has
changed the toilet sign.

5.4. Zhang Yongxian story 1

Zhang Yongxian’s explanation is that David Walker “was joking with the young man. He was
pretending that he had thought that the young man was asking his name, and therefore had
politely corrected him.”. In other words, Zhang believes that the humour is a role play, perhaps
for the benefit of the accompanying student rather than the street vendor who we assume does
not understand English. There are other possible explanations:

e The story might illustrate humour overcoming awkwardness if the student is
embarrassed because his assigned role, to showcase the national capital to a
distinguished visitor, has been thwarted by the undesirable existence of an underground
market for pirated DVDs.

e The joke could be an in joke between Walker and the student, mocking the poor English
language ability of the vendor. Many Chinese cannot pronounce “V” and replace it with
“wee” or “weigh” in both “DVD” and “David”.

e The joke could be an attempt by Walker to demonstrate that he is not concerned about
the difference in social status between a professor and a street trader.

e The joke could be a pretence by Walker that he is an “innocent abroad” and has no idea
that the peddler is attempting an illegal transaction.

e Walker might be using humour to deflect the proposal that he purchase DVDs.

5.5. Zhang Yongxian story 2

Zhang Yongxian noted that Australian inbound tourist numbers fell in 2007/8 and ascribed the
decline to the advertisement’s use of the words “bloody hell”. He seemed to believe that
Tourism Australia was exerting a typically Australian humorous use of casual crude language
to resolve the “awkwardness” of previous publicity campaigns that had not attracted visitors
from overseas. The attractions were listed one by one — identified as outback barbecues,
attractive beaches and so one — and the blame for their lack of success was attributed not to the
organisers but to the international tourists who did not appreciate the efforts made on their
behalf. This disguised aggressiveness was then masked with casual swearing for humorous
effect.®

Zhang said that Tourism Australia did not understand the absolute taboo on the public use

of such words in Britain and the US. He added that not all was lost since through this
advertisement Australian language and culture became better known internationally. Quoting
a proverb, he mused, T84 > &8, W= 4. What you lose on the swings, you gain on the
roundabouts”.

There are however other possible explanations for the failure of this joke that do not relate

to overcoming awkwardness:

e Since the advertising video is government-sponsored propaganda, there is a taboo-
breaking mismatch between the content and the authority. Officially sanctioned crude
humour would be improper in the PRC and the profanity of this advertisement would
be unthinkable.

9 Aggressive humour is defined in Martin (2003) Humor Styles Questionnaire.
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e The non-verbal signals in the video do not tally with the script, requiring a high degree
of cultural mutual knowledge (Barr & Keysar 2006).

6. Conclusion

Since writing the first draft of this article, relations between Australia and China have gone
into freefall. A prolonged spate of tit-for-tat accusations have brought things to such a state that
no comments about Australia that are even remotely positive can be found on PRC websites.
In 2021 neither of the two blog posts on which this article is based would pass official censors.
It may be that there is still space for subversive humour, but it is evanescent and constantly
suppressed by national or local authorities who either follow official guidelines or tend to err
on the side of caution. This article therefore represents a particular point in time, possibly the
“golden era” of relations, which lasted for about ten years commencing from the Beijing
Olympics in 2008.

Australia-China cross-cultural communication was then still in an initial phase. Prior to
the establishment of diplomatic relations in 1972, Australia was little known or understood by
Chinese. After that, the blank canvas was gradually filled, starting with factual information on
geography, history, politics and later adding understanding of intangible cultural assets such as
values and lifestyle. Cross-cultural communication became more important and graduated from
accidental to purposed cross-cultural humour. Now it has retreated to private and personal
communication in channels not subject to monitoring.

During the “golden era” there was an extraordinary increase in personal contacts. Overall
inbound tourist numbers rose from 360,000 in 2008 to 1,450,000 in 2018, with the bulk of this
coming from the PRC, and there was a shift from package tour groups to independent and
family travellers (Tang 2019). In 2008 there were 127,276 PRC students in Australia, and in
2018, 255,896 (Australian Department of Education, Skills and Training 2019). PRC
investment grew, albeit slowly, from approximately $5 billion in 2009 to $63.6 billion in 2018,
reflecting a commensurate increase in personal contacts and collaboration between individuals
and companies (Sanyal, 2011; Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2019). The
2017 census revealed that five percent of the Australian population was ethnic Chinese or of
Chinese background. Naturally, this multiplication of person-to-person contacts provided
increased potential for cultural bridges and the significance of humour in cross-cultural
communication was greatly increased, both for risk and potentially for reward. As more
Chinese travelled to and settled in Australia, there was a growing need on both sides to
understand the cultural contexts and nuances of language and non-verbal expression. Chinese
scholars attempted to come to grips with Australian humour and their explanations illustrate
the importance of shared cultural information.

The analysis of the stories recounted here demonstrates that humour effect depends on
reception and interpretation. It is inherent neither in the texts themselves nor in the intentions
of the originators of the jokes. Reyu and Zhang, the authors of the on-line posts, had particular
interpretations of the meaning and humorous significance of events that were almost certainly
not shared by the Australians involved. Their reaction to the “humour” reveals the importance
they attached to the resolution of awkward situations and preservation of “face” and to the
appropriate etiquette for persons of high social standing and government institutions. Because
of their social conventions, the authors were especially struck by how the Australians resolved
matters with humour without causing offence, and they therefore selected this explanation for
their posts. From the Chinese cultural perspective, the Australian joke originators broke social
conventions in a way that in another (i.e. Chinese) context would have seemed rude or
insensitive. Chinese traditional concern with social status and “proper humour” (to use the term
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employed by Weihe Xu) persists even to this today. Chinese cultural practice and the social
construct of “face” still make it very hard or even impossible to resolve awkward situations.

The global pandemic of 2020 brought down the shutters on international travel, exchange
and communication, and at the same time contributed to suspicion, racism and hostility.
Australia now faces a dilemma of how to manage relations with the PRC, which is a major
trading partner, investor and source of tourists and students while defending its strategic and
security interests from an increasingly authoritarian and aggressive government. Now more
than ever, it needs experts and advisers to help with cross-cultural communication.
Appreciation of the rules and styles of humour in both cultures is surely essential. Then and
only then can both sides start to communicate without losing face, and, hopefully, manage to
overcome awkwardness.
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Appendix

Reyu #./. Aodaliyashi youmo: hua gangga wei qutan ;B AR T = us 2k i 4 % [Australian
humour: Turning awkwardness into something interesting] (05.01.2010). 4t 5 & 4§ Beijing

Youth News. Retrieved December, 8 2021 from http://www.chinanews.com/hr/hr-
hwsh/news/2010/01-05/2055441.shtml.

HEFEMRANTA, NEAERRNE, MEERRIET. BRENATXA, 1517 ek
FAEHBTRANNR, LERPEE RN T EINETEL. ZRARSHNE, ONEERSE, BRE
RA MBI, FNEANSAENBNES, BMNARE—0E, TUME—XT2., E018 %X
8, M R

The first time that | encountered Australians was not in Australia but in Mozambique. Not
long after encountering Australians, their special humour in words and actions left me with a
deep impression, and to a certain extent influenced my words, actions and behaviour. Most
unforgettably, in the face of awkwardness, they evinced humour genes, no matter how
unpleasant the matters they faced, Australians with just one sentence can resolve them with
laughter. It is really a case of: speaking of laughter, awkwardness flies away like smoke.

E—ME RET. WEFR, REZRLERMER. (FEAMROES), —XRk EREERE MR
RREFAZR, BTALT, REKXGMARTARES T L, BRR, HIRBEELE, T
FIE, BATRRENMNGE, LU ERBEER . BRE XEENERL, FoRPEXAHA
AL, BFRAERL L2 ERAERE. X7,

BAERNKDESHRAARNNER, BEARGHMNES, REXATERMNEER XEBFXR/LLOE

2EEBM T3 BT REBEONIEERRT U REEB LR . KED, R—FBMHER
JUEFAMEEE, MENAKIE, ZENEREREMMIERE L. FEIE, EARRIRAN—AK
|, RNEREITME, MREFREKSE, SHE— MmN, mxTi, B2 DATRAEE
1t

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org
144


http://www.chinanews.com/hr/hr-hwsh/news/2010/01-05/2055441.shtml
http://www.chinanews.com/hr/hr-hwsh/news/2010/01-05/2055441.shtml

The European Journal of Humour Research 9 (4)

The first story: “The flowers are thirsty”. Some years ago, [ was posted to Mozambique. As
a social activity, one evening | invited Mr and Mrs Paul, friends who came from Australia, to
dinner. As a matter of politeness, when Mr and Mrs Paul arrived at my residence they brought
a bunch of flowers. At that time, on the diplomatic stage | was a greenhorn, and not yet
completely familiar with diplomatic affairs, and had no experience in handling some etiquette
procedures. Having received the flowers presented by Mr and Mrs Paul, | unthinkingly forthwith
put them on the coffee table [lit. “tea table”] and just went on with greetings and chitchat.

Just when we were deep in conversation [lit. “talking until the heat rose to heaven™], the
waiter came to replenish our tea, and Mrs Paul looked at me seriously and then looked at the
flowers on the coffee table, and in a quiet voice muttered to me, “The flowers are thirsty”. Paul
then spoke to the waiter, “Give the flowers some tea”. As (people) laughed I looked at the bunch
of flowers lying on the coffee table, and suddenly realised, and immediately asked the waiter to
find a vase and put the flowers in (it). After this | thought, if Mrs Paul had not said, “The flowers
are thirsty”, and the flowers had not been put in the vase in a timely way, for Mr and Mrs Paul,
it would have been an awkward situation, while for me, it would have been irreparably awkward.

ETANE CREBE. RERIRAFT IE, BHSILRS ZHEMBMNA, —RERAFITE
WIRT, HMFLEREHV. 57T RBRANG, BOTF7T W, BEAGEVRIER—FF, BRO0T
ZMHUASEETIME, BAERTRT, XA DXATHEIEREBHRTSHMEEEAL, HF T
BYHF L. BHRER, tECAHETH W T,

FEERFEHEREE, CEXTHRFRT . I-, EHHRANTEEEE —NEWLHE, HE
SHFEIMERABE RIEEE" . Lt AERTIHING: "ERRBEREEY, #EEsRst
SONERH RS, "IRRR I, RERARFOAR, FREEE FIRMBNFAINER, HHEAR
RENDIRBE, VNFeE B REEBESHAOHT.

The second story: “Olympic champion”. Later, I went to Australia for work, and had
opportunities more broadly to meet Australians. Once | was travelling inside Australia and we
were taking an Australian military plane. When we reached Melbourne airport, we disembarked,
and as usual queued at the tail of the plane, and took our luggage, passing it (one to another)
from the hold down to the ground. Just when we were passing it, Ismail who came from
Malaysia, because of his over-exerted action in stepping across the luggage, split the seam in
the crotch of his trousers. When this incident happened, he could not help exclaiming, “Oh!”

I quickly looked towards Ismail, and | was thinking that this was an embarrassing thing.
The Australian air force officers who were there first burst into applause, then proclaimed that
Ismail was the hurdling “Olympic champion”. The women (officers) did not lose the opportunity
either to chime in: “Uniforms are not as good quality as track suits, if you had changed into a
track suit you would have scored even higher”. This speedy responsive humour, when spoken
made everyone laugh happily. Ismail who initially had been rather shamefaced, was infected by
the friendly jokes from everyone, and raised both hands, as an “Olympic champion” does when
winning.

E=ME ERT UMY X HELEEEMNARNELT. R, BNREEIEH SRS AR
Ao ASEHTBEIEAR, BNHTUBBES. HEREEHLFHIALARERHN AL =NET I
YRR, BEVEEM—MURES NN FR, T = AXIBRMOHEN 5 2 2R /RIEBH TR T
o Hia, M= A—EENHATTE,

B AT, BONREAS AR T, AEEHART AR, EFPAFTERKT . EHEA—TR
T MEFNESBRFHONE, RATRIEER—ILTHER: 7! XEZLMAT! M=k
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—%&, BFRAFENRE, BMWPLEMZIE T8, AT EFRAEERENAT, B2, FOMF
W—F, =EW XEHEBMAT,

T=, FMNXERENA. EFAZEERIADN, hRFER T —6 "zt RE7T! XERBWAT!
R, AL TECEAERET .. AA—=IL, UL MAIIER, =HIHERSER AT IS
o IhIRKME, HREM BT, SHRERE. RIEINE, BMRER, RARE—aE -
WX AR AT TH]RT!

AURBAVLA, EEMADN ALY EMBUIERER AR, SHMESHk, BMuztF
EHKMmE. BA—MREBMASE, —a 88T NAmE T EMANERAERFELE L.

The third story: “Who changed the toilet sign?” This happened in Perth in Western
Australia. On that occasion, we had been invited to inspect the Perth air force base. While on
duty we had one weekend, and we therefore could have some free activities. | and friends from
Papua New Guinea and Kuwait were there on our own [lit. “temporary bachelors”], and
naturally joined together as a leisure activities unit. That day, the three of us were sightseeing in
the port city of Freemantle near Perth. While there, the three of us all together went into a toilet
to relieve ourselves.

Having entered the toilet, I and the Kuwaiti friend had a pee and did not need to go into a
cubicle to do any “business”. The PNG friend needed to do number one, so went to push open
one of the interior doors. Just when we were about to pee, suddenly we heard a shout from
behind us, “You are wrong! This is a women’s toilet!” We turned around and looked, the PNG
friend froze to the spot, we two at once stopped “doing it”, and called to the PNG friend to leave
the toilet quickly. We retreated outside, and looked carefully, we had not been wrong! It was a
men’s toilet.

So, we went back to the toilet. The PNG friend went close to the (cubicle) door and called
out, “Madame, you are wrong! This is a men’s toilet!” Then, I think that lady began to have
some doubts. Not long afterwards, the lady came out from (behind) the door, and scuttled
quickly out of the toilet. She lifted her head and looked carefully, the shiny bright “Men’s Toilet”
sign convinced her. What I did not expect was that without further thought, she shouted, “Who
is the bastard who changed the toilet sign?”

Not only we few, others who were also present were amused by her wit and humour and
laughed out loud. When we recovered, the lady had already left the scene. What was originally
an extremely awkward situation, with one sentence, “Who changed the toilet sign?”” had made
all the awkwardness and embarrassment vanish into thin air.

Zhang Yongxian zk&E2%. Mudeng koudai de Aodaliyashi Yingwen g5 g& O R a8 AFIT = #C
[Australian English that will leave you dumbstruck] Extract. Retrieved December, 8 2021 from
https://mp.weixin.qg.com/s/okaNOr6-QqRAcr7dLRYOEA

MEAEBEAFMIT A, MEBENREEE, WA TEEFPNFE AR IARRAF T ARNMEE X, BA
F Atg bloody#n bastardo/ e E A BBEO R, N7 RRAFT XA RIS THEX LR FIAME
AN, BE, BEIE THEAFTXHHARNESIXHEERN,

Wherever there are Australians, there will be the sounds of laughter. Some Australian
optional expressions relate to Australian humour. Bloody and bastard that are often said by
Australians may alarm some people. Those who do not understand Australian culture will feel
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that such (expressions) are intolerably crude, but those who truly understand Australian
language and culture will not regard them in this way.

WEZRANTANESE, HRRRMTZOERNRAE, BANTANE AR, RRBEREAKA
ERERXUBEE TR, BHAE, BN OEFEE AR, SORAFT AR EKBERERAR,
BREEDR M,

Humour is an Australian tradition, and is also a special characteristic of Australian English,
and Australians are very proud of this. Although some English people on the surface feel that
Australian humour is crude, low class, and excessive, but in their hearts, like Americans, they
enjoy and admire Australians’ humour and sometimes regret that their own is inferior.

E5AZFA, RAFITARBER SR ERAMIVR, BRETIE, BARHE (Rt KER—ID, I
TEEEA T~ (Kick back), Rl MEMEERATNE, RoPBEREEDESR, RIkREMA
% MBMRERIEBE R R, FEE kick back, FPfbEs BB RIS,

When interacting with others, Australians always want to find a way to express their sense
of humour. If he makes a joke at your expense (lit. with you), at the same time he hopes that you
will also be a bit humorous and continue the joke (kick back). That is to say, if he makes a joke
at your expense, he still hopes that you will continue the topic, and in turn make a joke at his
expense. If you do not react to his humour, or cannot kick back, then he will certainly feel

unhappy.

BAFTARIERILE, AR, 2010F18 (IERFER) TEN—RBEHRMERS. XEEA
TRAFIT MR B &R R (EEHE #0B) Ba=1MlEE, RERFAETEENA
SRR R A B 2B AN L,

Australian conversation is very witty and has joke content everywhere. In January 2010 the
Beijing Youth News published a short piece that went viral. This short essay titled “Australian
humour: Turning awkwardness into something interesting” (author penname: Reyu) contained
three humorous stories, and even straightlaced people would be amused and provoked to
laughter by the “Australian humour” described in the text.

(FBERESR) HIEBEDERREH I ESLHEE 20065 BAFN TEZFEAT KT (David
Walker) ZHEARKS S, B—K, BLHRERTIERZZ RSN, £4K, HIBE— %
ek (DVD) MERA, BEXSERE IEER, RERAEELFE, SHRRNAOS
SXEHEEE ¢ ‘DVD ?2DVD ?DVD ? 7 SRABEIX AR EN—KEZMIE B NSE

A NEFRARMNEZT, A ZESYIENT FAMDVD, iy David,

The author of “From English to Globlish” also likes to repeat a true story: In 2006 the
renowned Australian scholar David Walker was lecturing at Renmin University. One day,
doctoral student Liang Zhifeng accompanied the professor on a tour of Beijing. On the street,
they came across a young man illegally selling pirate DVDs. Seeing Professor Walker and the
other person coming, that young man came up (to them), and in a questioning tone said to
Professor Walker, “DVD? DVD? DVD?” Who would have thought that this academic very
primly said to the young man who was questioning him, “No, David.” Then he even nodded
politely to him and made a gesture (as if) he wished to shake hands. Actually, he was joking
with the young man. He was pretending that he had thought that the young man was asking his

Open-access journal | www.europeanjournalofhumour.org
147



The European Journal of Humour Research 9 (4)

name, and therefore had politely corrected him: I am not called DVD, | am called David. [Some
text is omitted at this point.]

grbastard> 4h, #igbloodyth2-National  Adjective (ExR45@F A1) . Rbastard—#+f, #i3
bloodyth k4% I, 2006, KKSISNENR, RAFTBFFELSZRT, EEFRLFRT RS

FEES . XAEFE LA RS OS2 “So where the bloody hell are you?” 78R AFT, X2
—OREBNERNAIERE, BEE REME? REERK? REWILET? XOERZHNREZE
D BRBIEIR, BERRK, BAESR, REARARK? BRAFFAY

Apart from bastard, the adjective bloody is also a National Adjective (adjective of national
significance). Like bastard, the word bloody is extremely common. In 2006, in order to attract
international tourists, the Australian Government invested 1.8 million Australian dollars in a
series of international promotional activities. The title and slogan of the promotional video in
these activities was “So where the bloody hell are you?” [Coloured font in the original text.] In
Australia, this is a very ordinary and common verbal expression, the meaning being: Where are
you? Why haven’t you come yet? Where have you gone? The hidden meaning is: | very much
want to see you, and hope you will come quickly, I am waiting for you, why are you still not
coming? What are you waiting for?

#orp) Where are you ((REMR) 2AMRESMEEG), AFRRNTEENG, saERAR8, BEXN
BT . EXMERT, XOEXBARRIBHFHANEZ N, EXEHEASEANEE, CRR—aBL
RRREEBFRAME . BT ZEBEREROABEFH “bloody hell”mRE 7,

The English Where are you is a very simple question, and after adding a short phrase to the
sentence, it can express a sense of urgency, and longing. With such language usage, this sentence
does not have any implication of devaluing or blaming others, let alone coarse swearing at
others, it is just a common Australian English expression, but people in quite a few English-
speaking countries were shocked by its “bloody hell.” [Some text is omitted at this point.]

BRAFTEARER Z A EFMNEFEES U ABEE AFMEEARNZN, PARXLERZH
bloodylX-Ma), M REAESI F 5 LI NRAREERNAT RITENMBEX IENESE? FHk
EIRERNT-E R A A bloody+hell, KESBZILZAERER L, At BARTRFSKEL )
FEEEAfREDloody hellZERAFITEERHE X, WEARTRIES, —~ BB, BEBRAN
=E

A great thing about Australians is that they dare to be teachers of British and Americans in
the language and culture field, knowing that these countries avoid the word bloody, and still
wanting brazenly to approach them and speak so that British and Americans could hear: Do you
still not know the meaning of this sentence? Let me tell you... The result being that because of
bloody+hell, the British authorities banned the advertisement from being shown in Britain. For
this reason, the Australian Minister for Tourism went specially to Britain to explain the implied
meaning of bloody hell, saying that it was not coarse language, not at all crude, and not meaning
to insult people. [Some text is omitted at this point.]

BEFHESRS, BUREES, RFSE. MRALENE, RELNESHRNSHMLE, 17

2007-2008F K943+, BIFERAF WHOERSEINER L TEA R, AMER% 2bloody hellZ#i3s.
R, B EEER Exbloody hell& X ANA®HFE, BAFTAMEEFHFRART 7T IEMIES X
1, ERbIZE T RARTIES XUNMEE, A TRAFTHERDR. Ti8EZRE K 2H

[
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There are many points of view in this video, some can only be intuited, and are not easily
conveyed. If you watch it with attention, you will find more Australian-style exaggeration and
humour. According to statistics for 2007-2008, international travellers going to Australia for
tourism were less than predicted, everyone said that this was the fault of bloody hell. However,
after the debate about the meaning and usage of bloody hell in English language countries,
Australia not only displayed its unique language and culture to the world, at the same time it
raised the profile of Australian language and culture, and increased Australia’s international
influence. This is truly a case of “What you lose on the swings, you gain on the roundabouts.”
[Original proverb comes from the classical history of the Han Dynasty Hou Han Shu, lit. Lose
from the sunrise but gain from the mulberry.)
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